Hormones, cytokines and body composition: can lessons from illness be applied to aging?
Loss of lean body mass (LBM) is a hallmark of aging and of acute and chronic illness. Loss of more than 40% of lean mass is not compatible with life. The causes of loss of LBM in aging remain obscure, although changes in growth hormone production, physical activity and the cytokines interleukin-1 beta and tumor necrosis factor-alpha may play a role. The usefulness of a disease model based on rheumatoid arthritis (RA) is considered, in which all these changes occur to a greater degree and independently of age. RA is a common autoimmune condition in which cytokine production is increased, LBM is reduced and mortality is greatly accelerated. These observations suggest that, with respect to body composition at least, RA represents a model of "accelerated" aging. A hypothesis is presented that unifies metabolic and immunologic observations and changes in body composition. The interrelationship of the immune system and body composition is an important area that deserves further investigation.